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Years of drought, obsolete infrastructure, increasing contamination, and population pressures
have conspired to bring Mexico's water supply to a near crisis level. The Comision Nacional del
Agua (CNA), the agency responsible for carrying out Mexico's water-conservation and distribution
policies, reports supplies of clean water have been depleted so drastically that they are now at less
than half what they were in the middle of the last century. The CNA's findings were published in
mid-June.
The report said water supplies in Mexico have dropped to about 4,960 cubic meters per capita,
compared with about 11,500 cubic meters per capita in 1955. Even with the decline, said the report,
Mexico still has more water available than countries like Nigeria, China, and India, all of which
average about 3,000 cubic meters per capita on an annual basis.
The CNA said Mexico's decline in water availability is in part a result of population growth in the
arid and semiarid regions of the country. Population has grown faster in the central, northern, and
northeastern areas, where 77% of Mexico's population of 100 million lives, than in the southern
regions.
The three regions combined receive only about 28% of Mexico's total rainfall. "The per capita water
availability is eight times greater in the southeastern regions of the country than in central, northern,
and northeastern Mexico," the CNA report said. States like Sonora, Zacatecas, Nuevo Leon, and
Coahuila, located in central and northern Mexico, have suffered a prolonged drought, a decline in
the level of the reservoirs, and a depletion in the aquifers.
The prolonged drought has caused the governors of the states of Aguascalientes, Zacatecas, and
San Luis Potosi in central Mexico, and Chihuahua and Tamaulipas in northern Mexico to asked
the federal government to issue an emergency declaration this year. The declaration allows the
states access to funds from the government's disaster emergency fund (Fondo Nacional de Desastres
Naturales, FONDEN). These states, which have suffered from drought for at least five years, were all
eligible last year for emergency disaster assistance (see SourceMex, 2000-05-03, 2000-10-11).

Payment of water debt to US worsens situation in northeast
The drought conditions in the northeastern states of Coahuila, Nuevo Leon, and Tamaulipas are
made worse by the controversy regarding payment of a "water debt" to the US. Under a treaty
signed in 1944, Mexico agreed to give the US water from the Rio Grande in exchange for the US
giving Mexico water from the Colorado River. While the US has continued to meet its end of the
bargain, Mexico has not released the required amount of water from the Rio Grande, in part because
of the drought in the northern states.
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As a result, Mexico has accumulated a water debt of 1.4 million-acre feet of water since 1992. In
mid-April, President Vicente Fox agreed to pay the debt to the US, angering environmental groups,
agriculture organizations, and governors of northern states who claim that the drought conditions
made this decision foolish (see SourceMex, 2001-04-18). "While we recognize the need to honor this
commitment, it must be balanced with the need to guarantee water supplies for the northeastern
states," said Coahuila Gov. Enrique Martinez y Martinez.

Agriculture accounts for large share of water usage
Data supplied by the CNA shows that development of commercial agriculture has combined with
drought conditions to create the crisis in the northern and central states. The agriculture sector
accounts for 83% of the water used in Mexico, compared with only 12% for human consumption
and 5% for industrial purposes. Commercial agriculture has expanded most in the regions with the
largest water deficit.
In states like Sonora, which produces a large percentage of the fruits and vegetables exported
to the US, agriculture interests are competing heavily with cities for tight water supplies. "The
overexploitation of aquifers has jeopardized the development of municipalities that depend on
water extracted from the subsoil," a recent CNA report warned.
The CNA said the problem is critical in several cities, including the metropolitan areas of Guaymas
and Hermosillo. In an update published in mid-May, the CNA said the total amount of water in
the 137 Mexican reservoirs used primarily for irrigation was at 23% of the useful level. The water in
these reservoirs was estimated at 11.12 billion cubic meters, about 10 billion cubic meters below the
historic norm.
The good news, said the CNA, is that the supply in these reservoirs is about 2.34 billion cubic meters
above last year. Experts at Mexico's weather agency, the Servicio Meteorologico Nacional (SMN),
said 10 tropical storms forecast for this season could help replenish some of the water supplies in the
reservoirs. Still, the SMN cautions that as much as 73% of the rain that falls in Mexico evaporates.
Crisis looming in cities The possibility of future shortages has led some Mexican cities to begin
rationing water or to develop contingency plans to ration supplies.
Environment Secretary Victor Lichtinger, speaking to reporters in late March, said a water shortage
will almost certainly affect development in the 36 largest cities in Mexico, including the metropolitan
areas of Mexico City, Monterrey, and Guadalajara. Several business organizations like the Camara
Mexicana de la Industria de Construccion (CMIC) have started to urge member companies to
place a high priority on water conservation. The CMIC said this request is particularly important in
northern cities like Reynosa, where drought conditions have tightened water supplies.
Municipalities have also taken the initiative to promote water conservation. In Jalisco state, for
example, some cities have imposed mandatory rationing to help residents cope with what is
expected to be the worst drought in the state in 50 years (see SourceMex, 2001-01-31). The dry
conditions in Jalisco are exacerbated by the deterioration of Lake Chapala, which supplies water
to the Guadalajara metropolitan area and several other cities. Some estimates indicate the water
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level has dropped to as low as 14% of capacity and is now below the historic low set in 1991. The
factors that have contributed to the drainage of Chapala are overexploitation of its water resources,
a decline in the flow of the Lerma River into the lake, and heavy evaporation caused by a lack of
vegetation, said a study by the Partido Verde Ecologista Mexicano (PVEM).
The Lerma River, in turn, has ceased to feed Lake Chapala because water is diverted into
reservoirs in five states, including Jalisco. But the water crisis in cities is also attributed to obsolete
infrastructure. A recent study by researchers at the Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico
(UNAM) estimates that cities lose 30% to 40% of water distributed to residential and business users
because of leaks in pipelines and other equipment. In some cities, faulty pipelines result in the loss
of as much as 50% of the water intended for distribution.
In Mexico City, authorities have implemented a new program to reduce the massive leaks that have
plagued the capital's water system for years. City authorities are hopeful that installing water meters
in almost all households will reduce leakage-related waste to 32% from the current 37%. But Mexico
City authorities have resisted a controversial proposal by the Fox administration to raise water rates
by 50% nationwide to promote conservation and help local water authorities cover production costs.
This proposal has been criticized as another in a series of efforts by the Fox government to force
citizens to pay for government operations.
But Environment Secretary Lichtinger said the plan would provide the government with increased
funds for upkeep and improvement of water-distribution systems and to bring pipelines to areas
that previously had no service. The increase in water fees is expected to give the government
sufficient funds to double the budget for water distribution. "We have been subsidizing the middle
and upper classes in the cities by not charging for water," said Lichtinger. "This has also had the
effect of depriving the poorest segments of the population from obtaining water." Lichtinger said the
problem of leaks and wasted water is also prevalent in agriculture, where 55% of water intended for
irrigation is lost to evaporation and leakage.
While the larger cities are having to cope with conserving their limited water supplies, some small
towns and rural communities may not have any water at all. Recent budget cuts by the federal
government could affect the operations of agencies like the CNA in rural communities. In May, the
Fox government announced budget cuts of 3.375 billion pesos (US$372 million) to compensate for a
projected sharp decline in government revenues this year (see SourceMex, 2001-05-16). "More than
50,000 Mexicans who reside in rural areas and low-income neighborhoods will not have access to
water because of the government's decision to cut our agency's budget by 250 million pesos (US
$27.5 million)," said CNA director Cristobal Jaime Jacquez.
Some government officials blame the CNA's budget problems on corruption and inefficiency. This
has prompted the Fox administration to draft a plan to attract private companies to become involved
in water distribution.

Contamination also a major concern
Mexico's water crisis is also made worse by severe contamination problems. Studies by the
Secretaria del Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales (SEMARNAT) and the Paris-based
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Organization for Cooperation and Economic Development (OECD) show that 75% of the water in
the country's rivers, lakes, and reservoirs has some level of pollution.
The unregulated discharge of industrial and agricultural waste has contributed in large measure to
polluting Mexico's water supply. Even though industry does not account for a large percentage of
water usage, this sector generates 6.2 million MT of Biochemical Oxygen Demand (DBO), an index
used to measure organic contaminants. The DBO generated by industry is three times as high as
that produced by urban communities, said a SEMARNAT study.
To make matters worse, significant contamination has also been found in water held in aquifers.
SEMARNAT found high levels of pollution in subsurface water supplies in some areas of Quintana
Roo, Baja California Sur, San Luis Potosi, Coahuila, and Durango states. One area of special concern
is the Laguna region, which includes the twin cities of Gomez Palacio in Durango state and Torreon
in Coahuila state. Water extracted from the subsoil in the heavily industrialized region contained
high levels of arsenic.
SEMARNAT is also worried about high levels of pollutants found in water tests in central Mexico
near the municipalities of Zimapan in Hidalgo state and Salamanca in Guanajuato state. Lichtinger
acknowledged that the poorest quality of water is usually distributed to low-income areas. In
addition to chemical pollutants, this water also contains high levels of fecal matter. "This carries a
high social cost because of the high incidence of diseases of the digestive system and other health
problems," said the environment secretary. [Note: Peso-dollar conversions in this article are based
on the Interbank rate in effect on Jan. 27, reported at 9.06 pesos per US$1.00] [Sources: CNI en Linea,
02/15/01, 04/04/01, 04/05/01, 04/17/01, 04/23/01; La Jornada, 03/26/01, 04/05/01, 04/24/01, 04/30/01;
The News, 04/25/01, 04/26/01, 05/08/01; Publico (Guadalajara), 06/07/01; Novedades, 03/28/01,
04/06/01, 04/16/01, 05/25/01, 06/06/01, 06/14/01; Excelsior, 03/26/01, 03/28/01, 04/06/01, 04/24/01,
05/03/01, 06/01/01, 06/05/01, 06/14/01, 06/19/01; El Financiero, 03/26/01, 04/18/01, 05/21/01, 06/19/01;
El Universal, 04/03/01, 05/21/01, 06/06/01, 06/19/01, 06/20/01; Reforma, 04/02/01, 04/06/01, 04/23/01,
06/04/01, 06/05/01, 06/07/01, 06/22/01; Notimex, 05/20/01, 06/07/01, 06/13/01, 06/15/01, 06/17/01,
06/26/01]
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